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Abstract 

The majority of existing research on mobility indicates that students do worse in the year of a 
school move. This research, however, has been unsuccessful in isolating the causal effects of 
mobility and often fails to distinguish the heterogeneous impacts of moves, conflating structural 
moves (mandated by a school’s terminal grade) and non-structural moves (induced by 
residential mobility or by access to a better school) for example. Moreover, there is little 
evidence on the effects beyond the first year of a move. In this paper, we obtain credibly causal 
estimates of the impact of mobility on performance in both the short and long run, addressing 
heterogeneity in the impacts of mobility and the endogeneity of moving. We do so using richly 
detailed longitudinal data for five cohorts of New York City public school students making 
standard academic progress from grades 1-8. We estimate the impact of moving to a new 
school in a model with student fixed effects and two alternative sets of instrumental variables -- 
the grade span of a student’s first grade school and foreclosure/building sale -- to isolate the 
causal effect of mobility that is likely planned and mobility that is likely due to unanticipated 
shocks, respectively. We find negative short-term as well as long-term effects of the structural 
moves built into the school system.  Non-structural moves, however, have a positive effect on 
academic performance if they are made to join a new school at the beginning of that school’s 
grade span and, thus, more likely made for strategic reasons. Robustness checks indicate 
results are not sensitive to inclusion of school quality measures, pre-move trends in mobility, or 
alternative samples. In the conclusions, we discuss the importance of findings on the 
heterogeneous impact of school moves to the literature and to policy makers.



 
I. Introduction 

 
 Policy makers and analysts increasingly view the reduction of student mobility across 

schools as a way to improve academic performance. Indeed, the preponderance of existing 

research indicates that children do worse in the year of a school move (GAO, 2010; Rumberger, 

2003), although the empirical base for this conclusion is lacking in many respects.  First, there is 

little evidence on the causal effect of mobility; much of the existing work is best viewed as 

correlational, with the observed lower performance of movers capturing both the impact of the 

move and the unobserved determinants of the move.  Second, despite the likelihood that the 

impact of moving will depend on the timing and context of the move and characteristics of 

movers, there is little investigation of heterogeneity in the effect of moves. For example, summer 

moves that are structurally mandated by the configuration of schools (i.e. graduating from a 

lower school in its terminal grade) are likely to have different effects than non-structural moves 

made due to residential changes, family dissolution, or in search of a preferred program, for 

example. Unfortunately, much of the prior research fails to disaggregate types of moves or 

focuses exclusively on either structural or non-structural moves, ignoring their very different 

genesis and potential difference in impacts.  Even more, structural and non-structural moves are 

likely to be related -- as parents consider both prior and future anticipated mobility in making 

decisions about whether to change schools in the current year -- such that studying one type of 

move to the exclusion of the other will not fully illuminate the effects of either type of move.  

Finally, existing research on mobility focuses on short-term impacts, providing little evidence on 

the permanent or long-term effect of moving that persists beyond the year of the school move. 

Thus, we know little about whether student performance recovers after a move, or whether, 

instead, mobility harms student performance in the long run.    
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Our paper adds to the literature by (1) directly addressing the endogeneity of mobility 

using two different sets of credible instrumental variables to derive causal estimates of mobility’s 

effects, (2) exploring the heterogeneity of the impact of mobility across timing and context, 

distinguishing between structural and non-structural moves, summer and mid-year moves, and 

articulated moves – made into the new school’s lowest grade served – and non-articulated 

moves -  made into the middle of the grade span, and (3) examining the long-term impacts of 

mobility on student performance.  Drawing together the separate mobility and grade span 

literatures, we explore and exploit the relationship between structural and non-structural moves 

and between past moves and anticipated moves to shed new, nuanced insight into the impact of 

mobility on academic performance. 

Specifically, in this paper, we use longitudinal data on New York City (NYC) public 

elementary and middle school students to isolate the causal effects of school moves on student 

academic performance.  We account for observable and time-invariant differences between 

movers and non-movers using rich demographic data on student socio-demographic and 

education program variables and student fixed effects.  

To address the potential endogeneity of school moves arising from unobserved, time-

varying factors, we use two sets of plausibly exogenous instruments for mobility. First, we 

exploit the relationship between grade span and mobility.  Drawing on Rockoff and Lockwood 

(2010) and Schwerdt and West (2013), we construct instruments for mobility – both structural 

and non-structural – using the grade span of a student’s first grade school.  The underlying 

intuition is as follows. School grade span implies a future transition point at which a student 

must move to another school, shaping decisions about the timing of both structural and non-

structural moves, which will be interconnected as parents balance the costs and benefits of 

moves made at different times. The implication is that grade span in the early years can serve 

as an instrument for later mobility – both structural and non-structural. Second, we use 

indicators of building foreclosure and sale as instruments for school mobility for students living 
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in rental buildings. Since the timing of foreclosure and sale reflect characteristics or decisions of 

the building’s owner, the timing of such events is plausibly random for renters living in those 

buildings and reflects an exogenous, unanticipated shock that may induce school mobility as 

families may be forced to move to a different housing unit further away from their child’s current 

school. 

 To preview the results, we find that mobility has significant effects in the short term and 

that these effects persist in the long term. In the short term, structural moves have negative 

effects, while the impact of non-structural moves depends upon the timing. Articulated moves 

are beneficial, whereas non-articulated moves have negative impacts. In the longer run, 

structural moves result in a permanent dip in student performance on the order of 0.1 sds, while 

non-structural moves yield a permanent gain in student performance, ranging from 0.1 to 0.2 

sds. Thus, our estimates indicate that while mobility per se does not negatively affect 

performance, the type of mobility most commonly ignored in the literature (structural mobility) 

does have long-term negative consequences for performance. These effects are meaningful in 

magnitude and the results are robust to a variety of alternative specifications, instruments, and 

samples. 

 The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section II provides a review of the 

literature, followed by a discussion of conceptual issues in section III. Section IV describes the 

identification strategy and empirical models and data is discussed in section V. Results are 

presented in section VI.  We conclude with a discussion and consideration of implications for 

policy and future research. 

 

II. Previous literature  

 Early literature is practically unanimous in finding that school moves are associated with 

dips in academic performance. (See Mehana and Reynolds, 2004, for a meta-analysis of 

quantitative studies from 1975 to 1994 examining elementary school students.) These findings, 
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Appendix Table 2:  Robustness checks, Alternative Samples 
 

Main result, ELA 
 Alternate samples, ELA   

Main result, Math 
Alternate samples 

  Always tested Cont. enroll  Always tested Cont. enroll 

 (1)  (2) (3)  (4) (5) (6) 
         
Summer move        

    Structural  -0.083***  -0.082*** -0.084***  -0.071*** -0.071*** -0.062*** 
 (0.019)  (0.018) (0.018)  (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 

Non-structural         
    Articulated 0.128*  0.121* 0.124*  0.235*** 0.228*** 0.266*** 

 (0.072)  (0.072) (0.068)  (0.077) (0.076) (0.077) 
     Non-articulated -0.920**  -0.954** -0.831**  -0.430 -0.388 -0.241 

 (0.368)  (0.373) (0.366)  (0.391) (0.393) (0.422) 
         
Observations 1,092,488  1,031,916 1,352,830  1,102,440 1,062,786 1,367,802 
Unique students 185,196  171,986 228,267  185,200 177,131 228,277 
Robust standard errors, clustered by first grade school by cohort, in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1).  Summer moves occur between June and October. Mid-year moves occur 
between October and June.  Moves after the completion of a terminal grade are structural moves. Moves after the completion of a non-terminal grade are non-structural moves. Entering a 
destination school in the lowest grade is an articulated move. Entering a destination school mid-grade span is a non-articulated move.  All models include controls for poverty, English 
proficiency (LEP), home language, participation in special education services, mid-year moves, residence borough, grade, and year. All models use the interaction between an indicator for 
current grade and the number of years between a student’s grade in t and the completion of the terminal grade of his first grade school (years pre), the number of years between the beginning 
of a student’s grade in year t and the completion of the grade after the terminal grade of a student’s first grade school (years post), and an indicator equal to one in the summer following the 
completion of the terminal grade of a student’s first grade school as instruments for structural, articulated, and non-articulated moves. The continuously enrolled sample includes students 
who are retained or skip grades.   
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